by Gaetano Cambiagi, typographer to the Grand Duke of Tuscany.
In two of the eight plates, the engraver portrays marine animals, mainly crustaceans, leaving the water and colonizing land. These images are reminiscent of the 'Neptunian' theory of Earth described by the French literary scholar and diplomat Benoît de Maillet (1656 -1738 . In his book Telliamed, which circulated for decades before being posthumously published in 1748, de Maillet explains how Earth was once entirely covered by water. He proposes that life began in the water in the form of minuscule seeds that joined together to create all aquatic forms, from which all terrestrial and winged creatures were then derived. In his opinion, all plants and animals would have analogous examples among the aquatic specimens. The plates do indeed display marine animals that have parallels with species living on land, even in their names, such as the mantis shrimp and the fantastical marine rhinoceros. Yet Soldini makes no mention of either Telliamed or de Maillet in his otherwise highly referenced book.
A third plate represents images of fish taken from the iconography of the sixteenth century. They swim holding their heads above water with birds flying above. Such representations follow another de Maillet idea, that animals are derived from two basic types: the flying ones that live between the sea floor and the surface, which today is known as the pelagic zone, and the creatures that crawl on the sea floor, or benthic zone. Birds would have stemmed from the flying type, terrestrial animals from crawling forms. The anonymous plates in De anima brutorum commentaria demonstrate the extent to which evolutionary ideas circulated during the Enlightenment, when drawing and carving were valuable means of transmitting progressive ideas to readers with minds open to novel concepts.
